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CHAPTER 2 

RESISTANCE AND HEGEMONY: SPACE, MEANING, AND THE 

ARTICULATION OF A PEOPLE 

  

"In the animal kingdom the rule is, eat or be eaten; In the 

human kingdom, define or be defined." Thomas Szasz, 

The Second Sin, 20.  

 

My argument in this project is that Hezbollah has succeeded in articulating a hegemonic 

identity with their efficient use of media and political discourse and established "resistance" as the 

name of a people whose boundaries go beyond the sectarian limits of Hezbollah's Shiite 

constituency. In order to investigate how this process of hegemony has taken place I make use of 

Ernesto Laclau's notion of populism inasmuch as it refers to the articulation of a people by 

investing in an empty signifiers and establishing new boundaries of inclusion and exclusion in the 

political sphere (Laclau 2007a). I will argue that populism as understood by Laclau can refer to 

strategies of resistance and change, and a model of political action that seeks to redraw the power 

balance through the contestation of meanings and spaces. In this context, I will argue that 

resistance should be understood away from the western liberal conception of it as necessarily 

emancipatory. In this sense, I draw first on Saba Mahmood's argument that resistance in certain 

contexts is an act of re-signification that can aim towards an emancipated subject as understood 

by liberals or to another form of subjectivity altogether (Mahmood 2005, 1-39). In this sense, 

resistance in the context of Hezbollah and in many parts of the Arab and Muslim world pertains 

to a notion of liberation from Western economic and political domination while being in many 

cases a carrier of conservative social norms.  

Hezbollah is a movement that calls itself “the resistance” (al muqawama), and it is even 

called resistance by large segments of the left. But Hezbollah carries not an agenda of social 

liberation; it is not a progressive party in the common - western - understanding of the word. 

Their resistance is political and military and in many aspects social and cultural. What applies to 

Hezbollah's religious ideology also applies to the secular Arab nationalist movements for whom 

freedom and liberation were articulated not as the individual freedoms of citizens in a state, but 

as the freedom of the political entity from colonial and post-colonial influence. Freedom and 

liberation in this framework could be achieved under an authoritarian system as well as under a 

democratic one.  

In order to expose Hezbollah's strategies of resistance in the following chapters, I will 

suggest a definition of resistance  as a hegemonic process that requires the articulation of a 

people as seen in Laclau's argument on populism where politics takes place in the realm of 

meanings and signifiers (Laclau and Mouffe 2000; Laclau 2007a). Furthermore, I will argue that 

resistance is an act that pertains to the contestation of space - be it material or discursive. In other 

words resistance takes place in the field of meanings but also in streets and on the ground where a 

resistance movement is required to acquire the material conditions for contesting the power 

structure in a given space. Finally, I will argue that resistance is an act – an agency – that requires 

the construction of a speaking subject. Agency in this framework becomes about acquiring a 

voice that is able to speak and articulate an identity in a specific context.  
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In the following paragraphs I will introduce the concept of hegemony as a useful 

category for the analysis of power and politics before exposing Laclau's theory of populism as 

one form of hegemonic articulation. I will then establish the role of space in any resistance 

strategy. Finally, after establishing my theoretical framework of resistance I will expose the 

different strategies that appear in Hezbollah's hegemonic project in the context of war and 

conflict.  

  

1. Populism as resistance: the construction of Hezbollah's populist identity 

   

1.1 Resistance and hegemony 

  

To start with, the use of the word resistance to designate a group that is officially 

recognized as terrorist by a number of states, must first be justified. The problem with qualifying 

or defining revolutionary, or political Islamic groups, starts with the very essence of the political 

disagreement over their aims and proclaimed causes and the use and misuse of the term 

terrorism. It is a typical example of the aphorism "one man's terrorist is another man's freedom 

fighter". While the word resistance carries a heavy ethical burden in the political field, it primarily 

denotes a certain notion of agency. According to Badiou, for instance, resistance is precisely 

about agency. And agency in this framework is the condition of the subject; resistance is what 

initiates events that disrupt the prevalent order (Badiou 2005, 4-5). In such a framework 

Hezbollah become subjects precisely by their agency - by acting "in fidelity to a chance encounter 

with an event which disrupts the situation they find themselves in" (ibid, 4). Resistance can 

therefore be understood as a struggle for change carried out against a dominant power.  

If we assume as a start that the term resistance can be used without reference to any 

ethical value - as in resistance can be both "good or bad" - it becomes just an intrinsic part of any 

struggle: resistance is first a reaction to power. This is the case in the term transgression for 

instance, which designates a crossing of boundaries, a movement between an outside and an 

inside - or yet a disturbance of the separation between outside and inside (Cresswell 1996, 21). 

Resistance in Foucault is not reducible to transgression. It cannot be seen without the power that 

is both constituted by and constitutive of it. Resistance is then the possibility of creating spaces 

of struggle against power. However, power and resistance should not be seen as successive, 

rather, they both exist simultaneously and, in Foucault, the relation between power and resistance 

is described in terms of strategies and tactics (Foucault 1994, 222-243; Foucault 1971).  

 The strategies of resistance must be as efficient as those of power. In this sense 

resistance must look like power and is not entirely exterior to it. Resistance seeks to create new 

powers and thus leads to the formation of new forms of resistance against this new power. 

Foucault draws an image of a never-ending physical movement. What is instructive in this picture 

of power relations, is that power and resistance are two sides of the same coin. There exists no 

power without resistance and, obviously, vice-versa. Moreover, resistance is also a desire to take 

power by means of various tactics and strategies that often make use of similar strategies to those 

of the dominant power (Foucault 1976, 121-35). This brings us closer to the hegemonic 

formation as understood by Laclau and Mouffe. I will argue that this concept is more instructive 

for a theory of resistance as agency especially that in Foucault agency seems to be almost absent – 
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at least ambiguous – since subjects are always described as subjects of or subjected to discourse 

(Foucault 1971). Following Laclau and Mouffe, resistance – and power – are understood in terms 

of hegemony. The two consist in the articulation of a certain discourse of truth (or common 

sense for Gramsci) that seeks to hide its contingency (Martin 2002; Lalcau and Mouffe 2000, 7; 

111-4). The two employ  strategies and tactics that are mutually instructive (Laclau and Mouffe 

2000, 152-171). 

 The advantage of using the notion of hegemony as opposed to Foucault’s notion of 

domination or subordination lies in the fact that hegemony is "active, dynamic and changing". In 

this sense hegemony implies a constant movement of forces that does not fix actors in rigid 

positions of domination or subordination (Critchley 2008, 101). In my analysis of Hezbollah's 

strategies of resistance I will therefore call resistance a hegemonic project that takes place in the 

discursive field. Moreover, the discursive field will be defined following Laclau and Mouffe who 

establish a break from the Foucauldian distinction between discursive and non-discursive (Laclau 

and Mouffe 2000, 107-10). As Martin explains, for Laclau and Mouffe, "the realm of the 

‘discursive’ consists in the totality of linguistic and non-linguistic practices that structure thought 

and action into a relatively meaningful whole" (Martin 2002). In other words I understand 

resistance as taking place in both language and institutions which, in this sense, constitute a 

discursive whole. It is in this framework that resistance can be understood as a form of 

hegemony which will allow me to analyze Hezbollah’s media texts and institutions as one 

discursive whole.  

 The discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe suggests reading discourse as inseparable 

from power and conflict. Discourses are about hegemonizing one interpretation or meaning over 

another in a world where meaning cannot be completely fixed or sutured (Laclau and Mouffe 

2000, 113-115). In this sense, the production of meaning becomes an act of power and the play 

of power is one that takes place over what Gramsci calls 'common sense': " Dominant discourses 

succeed by displacing alternative modes of argument and forms of activity; by marginalising 

radically different discourses; by naturalising their hierarchies and exclusions presenting them in 

the form of ‘common sense’; and by effacing the traces of their own contingency. A successful 

hegemony will seek to render itself incontestable" (Martin 2002). 

 While any hegemonic discourse seeks to fix its own meaning and temporarily limit what 

Derrida calls the "play" of meaning, it can never achieve a complete suture of the meaning (ibid; 

Derrida 1978, 278-94). Since the social cannot be truly sutured - which is the very condition of 

possibility of hegemonic contestation (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 109-114) - a hegemonic 

discourse is a partial fixation that presents itself as a complete one. In other words it is a 

contingent meaning that hides its own contingency. Resistance or hegemony (and the two terms 

will often be used interchangeably in the case of Hezbollah especially that their very discourse 

articulates the term "resistance" as the hegemonic signifier), then, are about articulation. And 

hegemony inasmuch as it pertains to the construction of political subjects, is a political act first 

and foremost.  

 For Laclau and Mouffe hegemony is understood as an 'articulatory practice' that 

provides partial fixation of meanings of specific signifiers in specific contexts (ibid, 134-45). In 

this sense Laclau and Mouffe  break with Gramsci's understanding of hegemony and the 

economic determinism that considers hegemony as eventually necessarily pertaining to class 
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struggle. Instead, they open up the field of political struggle to include any number of subject 

positions whether class based or not. Hegemony thus pertains to the articulation of a hegemonic 

discourse that provides temporary hegemonic subject positions regardless of their content. Later 

in this chapter I will introduce the process of political identification and Laclau's theory on the 

construction of a people as one of the pillars of a hegemonic discourse1.  

 To understand Hezbollah it is therefore important to break from the essentialist class 

based idea of struggle where class is the fundamental identification that joins people in struggle 

against the capitalist order. While Hezbollah's discourse carries many economic and class 

dimensions inasmuch as it is one that addresses the urban poor and the marginalized peasants, 

the hegemonizing character of their discourse is not class-based but articulates a number of 

various subject positions that I will attempt to expose in my analysis of their media discourse in 

the next chapters. Hezbollah is somehow a prototype of the hegemonic discourse that we see 

emerging in Laclau and Mouffe's work and that of Simon Critchley in their effort to articulate 

political strategies for a new left, though the Islamic movement is far from being a representation 

of what these authors imagine to be a new left.  

In his articulation of a politics of resistance, Critchley departs from Laclau and Mouffe's 

break with the classical Marxist conception of the economic or class based political subject, and 

extends the political field of resistance into the articulation of various subjectivities that can be 

economic, cultural or otherwise (Critchley 2008, 91; 98-9). In this framework, Critchley uses 

Gramsci's idea of hegemony "understood as the formation of collective will and political 

associations out of the divergent groupings that make up civil society" to argue that the 

formation of political subjects must break with the economic determinism of classical Marxism 

and incorporate the "various social struggles of the present". This idea that we see recurring in 

many of the "post-Marxist" literature is essential for the understanding of Hezbollah's political 

articulation inasmuch as it represents an example of a hegemonic discourse of resistance that has 

re-articulated a subject through various economic, social, religious and cultural demands.  

In his work, Critchley is arguing for an ethics of commitment for an anarchist left that 

carries a cause of social liberation, political change and economic break with the global capitalist 

system. In fact, Laclau, Mouffe, and Critchley are all arguing for specific programs of radical 

democracy that Hezbollah's political ideology does not easily fit into. My argument, however, is 

that the political insight of these authors - and others from the Marxist or radical democratic left 

- especially when it comes to the processes of political identification and the strategies of 

resistance and counter-hegemony (or simply hegemony understood as a form of politics (Laclau 

and Mouffe 2000, 139)) and on the political operation as a whole - are instructive for the 

understanding of other forms of resistance and counter-hegemony – such as Hezbollah in this 

project – that articulate different conceptions of freedom, democracy and politics in contexts 

different from those found in the Western parliamentary democracies.  

 Critchley writes that "politics requires subjective invention, imagination and endurance, 

not to mention cunning" (Critchley 2005, 234). It is all these characteristics of politics that have 

allowed Hezbollah to provide an efficient form of political counter-hegemony and become a 

hegemonic discourse in the Arab and Lebanese spaces. In Lebanon, a country that had a rich 

                                                 
1 In his insightful review of Laclau's On Populist Reason, Benjamin Arditi argues that Laclau's notion of populism 

is synonymous to hegemony and the two can in this sense be used interchangeably (Arditi 2010). 
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history and experience of leftist politics, it is not the left that succeeded in occupying the space of 

counter-hegemony against global capitalism, and in constructing an identity of resistance against 

Israeli occupation and the corruption of the political and economic system. It is rather 

Hezbollah's religious discourse that succeeded in articulating a hegemonic discourse that is based 

on liberation as both a territorial and a political demand. In fact Hezbollah has precisely re-

articulated much of the left's economic demands into a discourse that is religious at heart and did 

the same with the anti-colonial discourse of Arab nationalism.  

In other words, my argument is not that a leftist component (the term is ambiguous 

enough) must be present in order to call a movement counter-hegemonic or one of resistance, 

but that Hezbollah's strategies have been successful in doing precisely what authors like Critchley, 

Mouffe, and Laclau are demanding from the left to do in order to be a successful movement of 

resistance. In that sense this might act as both a verification of these authors' theories in terms of 

how political identification and resistance takes place and as an extension of these theories as 

ones of political action tout-court that can be applied to any political discourse.  

 

1.2 Politics as articulation  

 

Laclau defines hegemony as a terrain for the construction of political relations (Butler et 

al., 44). This statement is coupled with the understanding of the political as contingency that is 

defined by specific articulations in specific contexts. This understanding of the political is laid out 

in detail in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy where the political is defined in relation to the 

impossibility of social suture; it is precisely because of the impossibility of society - and the lack 

that is inherent to any identity - that politics is possible and hegemony as a category of analysis 

becomes a valid tool. In this sense, Laclau and Mouffe argue that the impossibility of society 

refers to the impossibility of completely fixing a meaning (a concept that according to the authors 

coincides with Derrida’s) (Laclau and Mouffe 2000; Laclau 1990, 89-93). Excess is here essential 

for the understanding of the "proliferation of signifieds" (Norval 2005, 92 ; Laclau and Mouffe 

2000, 111-3), which is the condition that allows for the constant attempts to achieve a relative 

fixity of meaning that characterizes the very act of politics. This is the act of hegemony which 

consists in a "partial and incomplete act of articulation of this excess of the social" (Norval 2005, 

92). It is this framework that defines any identity whether this pertains to a group or an 

individual.  

It is therefore the undecidability and the constant unfixity of meaning that constitutes 

the conditions for a theory of hegemony. In Emancipation(s), Laclau defines the subject as one that 

is constituted by the act of decision in a situation of undecidability. "[The structure] is inhabited 

by an original lack, by a radical undecidability that needs to be constantly superseded by acts of 

decision. These acts are precisely what constitute the subject" (Laclau 2007b, 92). It is by 

grounding the subject in the undecidability of the social terrain and the lack that is at the heart of 

identity that the concepts of articulation and identification become the only ways to understand 

the subject as the subject of lack (Butler et al., 58) and leads us to a definition of strategies of 

hegemony as ones that pertain to the articulation of a ‘people’ and a subject.  

 In this sense, Aletta Norval writes that for Laclau "a hegemonic account of politics and 

ideology focuses attention on the logic of articulation: it seeks to make visible the contingency of 
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political structures (institutions, discourses, identities and ideologies are all treated as sedimented 

structures of different sorts on this account) and provides us with theoretical and methodological 

tools that allows us to break with both topographical and essentialist assumptions concerning the 

character of such institutions and ideologies" (Norval 2005, 87). The contingency of the objects 

which will become hegemonic must be understood through the political context in which they 

operate. In this sense the object - even though contingent - is the result of a struggle to become 

hegemonic - in other words a hegemonic discourse must include a certain degree of agency. 

This leads us to another aspect of Laclau’s political theory, namely the notions of order 

and crisis which can provide an insight into what is seen as the conditions of success of a political 

struggle. For Laclau a hegemonic discourse must succeed in subverting the existing power by 

presenting itself as an alternative order (Laclau 1994). And here the assumption is that in a 

situation of crisis the need for order is more important than the ontic form of this order – its 

content. Laclau writes that “when people are confronted with radical anomie, the need for some 

kind of order becomes more important than the actual ontic order that brings it about” (Laclau 

2007a, 88). In this sense Laclau takes for granted the necessity of order regardless of its nature 

however he does at the same time argue for the necessity of crisis as one of the conditions of a 

populist discourse and of a counter-hegemonic movement: “some degree of crisis in the old 

structure is a necessary precondition of populism” (ibid, 177). In this sense in a stable and 

institutionalized society there is not much room for the equivalential logic to operate by 

hegemonizing unfulfilled demands (as claims) into a popular demand unless the prevalent order is 

destabilized (ibid, 191). This leads us to the question whether in political action one either waits 

for the adequate conditions of the crisis to happen or to act in order to create these conditions.  

In his insightful review of Laclau’s book, Benjamin Arditi writes that “It is difficult to 

hold on to the argument that politics-as-populism has a constitutive force –that it has the 

capacity to subvert and reconstruct the given – and at the same time claim that populist 

interventions are dependent on the prior crisis in the existing order, for then the political would 

be subservient to those junctures, and, therefore, its status would be derivative rather than 

constitutive” (Arditi 2010). Arditi argues that in order for the political to be faithful to its role it 

must “be able to trigger a de-institutionalization of the given system instead of depending of the 

presence of a crisis to generate its subversive and reconstructive effects” (ibid). In this context 

Arditi refers to Ranciere’s notion of political subjectivication which requires the presence of a 

political agency and “consists of naming a subject to reveal a wrong and create a community 

around a particular dispute. The part of the no-part seeks to demonstrate that the community 

does not exist because not everyone is counted as a part. Politics thus inscribes dissensus in the 

space of the given: the part of the no-part seeks to show the presence of two worlds in one and 

modify the existing order or partition of the sensible” (ibid).  

The role of the analyst in this framework is therefore to clarify the way in which a 

particular identity becomes hegemonic in a particular context by investigating the "contingent 

articulation of elements" (Norval 2005, 87; Butler et al., 53) and the strategies used by the agents 

to make a certain discourse hegemonic. In my investigation of Hezbollah's media discourse, the 

central question of how Hezbollah's "resistance" came to be so 'popular' in the specific historical 

period that I am observing and how the movement established this hegemony can be addressed 

by an analysis of the processes by which hegemony is achieved through the construction of a 
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people and what Laclau will call a populist discourse. In this framework Laclau makes use of the 

Lacanian theory of identification, lack and naming as the central guidelines for his theory. In the 

following paragraphs I will expose this theory of populism and the way it can be relevant to the 

understanding of Hezbollah as a hegemonic discourse that articulates a ‘people’ around 

"resistance" as an empty signifier. The hegemonization of Hezbollah's people is apparent when 

we realize that while Hezbollah’s "people" is primarily a religious one, it is extended to include 

those who do not necessarily share the religious aspect of the movement's ideology with a 

process of partial secularization of the religious that I will expose in later chapters (this argument 

will be clearly exposed in the discussion of music videos in Chapter 5).  

Going back to the idea of resistance and hegemony, the process of resistance in 

Critchley arises out of disappointment; out of a situation of injustice or suffering that a group will 

refuse by articulating a new political subjectivity - a name that such a group will seek to make 

hegemonic. On this initial level of hegemonic formation of political subjects, we see that both 

Laclau and Critchley describe the same process. However, Critchley's argument is imbued with a 

more ethical dimension. For him "politics is an ethical practice that arises in a situation of 

injustice which exerts a demand for responsibility" (Critchley 2008, 92).  

Critchley argues that politics starts with disappointment which "provokes an experience 

of injustice or indeed a feeling of anger" (Critchley 2005, 232). Following the experience that led 

to the emergence of Hezbollah, and for that matter, any movement of resistance, liberation or 

opposition in a post-colonial context, disappointment has been the essential feeling whether 

towards the secular nationalist experience or the pro-western post-colonial governments (as we 

have seen in Chapter 1). The feeling of disappointment has been also one of anger towards the 

images and actions that are seen and suffered when it comes to the war with Israel and the 

American wars in the Middle East or the repression experienced by people living under 

authoritarian regimes. In fact, for Critchley, anger is the "first political emotion, it is what moves 

the subject to action, it is the emotion that produces motion, that literally e-motes" (ibid, 232). 

While Critchley is talking about a leftist idea of resistance and criticizes the self-defeating 

discourse of the intellectual left (in the West) and calls for a conception of politics that has 

empowerment at its center, I will show that contrary to the left, Hezbollah have succeeded 

precisely in providing this sense of empowerment in the prevailing context of disappointment 

and defeatism that characterized the official Arab discourse since 1967. Having established a 

definition of hegemony and resistance in relation to the discourse of Hezbollah, I will now 

introduce Laclau's theory of populism as a form of hegemony that can provide a useful tool for 

understanding the way in which Hezbollah have succeeded in articulating a people around the 

empty signifier "resistance".  

  

1.3 From hegemony to populism 

 

In his book, On Populist Reason, Ernesto Laclau seeks to redeem the notion of populism 

from its ontic frame and understand it as an ontological category. In this sense, Laclau's argument 

is that populism should not refer to the content of a certain movement or discourse but should 

be understood as a form. Laclau writes that “populism is an ontological and not an ontic category 

- i.e. its meaning is not to be found in any political or ideological content entering into the 
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description of the practices of any particular group, but in a particular mode of articulation of 

whatever social, political or ideological contents” (Laclau 2005, 34). 

 In this section I argue that for a discourse  to become hegemonic it must articulate a 

hegemonic popular identity - in other words, articulate a people. In fact the relation between 

hegemony and populism can be seen as a synonymous one (Arditi 2010). In this framework the 

notion of lack and the articulation of a populist discourse are the central elements for the 

construction of Hezbollah's resistance identity as a hegemonic one.  

Laclau's theory of populism starts from the notion of "demand" as the smallest unit of 

analysis of populism. Demand has two connotations: request and claim, and it is precisely this 

double meaning that pertains to the construction of a populist discourse out of what he calls 

democratic demands. In this sense, Laclau suggest a narrative for the construction of a populist 

discourse that starts with the moment when certain social demands (in the meaning of request 

made to the established system through the institutional channels) are not met by those in power. 

This frustration leads to the transformation of these requests into claims. Laclau writes: “the 

frustration of a series of social demands makes possible the movement from isolated democratic 

demands to equivalential popular ones. One first dimension of the break is that, at its root, there 

is the experience of lack, a gap which has emerged in the harmonious continuity of the social. 

There is a fullness of the community which is missing. This is decisive: the construction of the 

‘people’ will be the attempt to give a name to that absent fullness” (Laclau 2007a, 85). The 

different claims can then enter into an equivalential chain and eventually cluster around common 

signifiers. One of these claims can become hegemonic through a process of articulation and 

come to stand for all the rest. It is at this moment that popular identification takes place: when 

those making the different claims identify as one group around an empty signifier that stands for 

all of them - this is the moment of emergence of the "people" of populism in opposition to the 

established order.  

In Laclau's theory of populism, the construction of a populist discourse pertains to the 

articulation of frontiers that define the "people" and its others. These frontiers are set by and 

define the articulation of an empty signifier that will stand for the "people". Being that frontiers 

are never stable, Laclau will introduce the notion of floating signifiers which refers to the 

displacement of the frontiers by the creation of contested domains where different discourses 

attempt to inscribe and hegemonize as empty signifiers. This contested terrain is constituted by 

the inherent heterogeneity of the social, making it possible for floating signifiers to emerge and 

political articulation to construct (temporary) empty signifiers. For Laclau three variables 

represent the conditions of emergence of a people and the definition of populism: "equivalential 

relations hegemonically represented through empty signifiers; displacement of the internal 

frontiers through the production of floating signifiers; and a constitutive heterogeneity which 

makes dialectical retrievals impossible and gives its true centrality to political articulation" (ibid, 

156). 

Laclau rejects any notion of an immobile frontier. Therefore, his theory of the political 

is based on the constant movement between "floating" and "empty" signifiers or what he will call 

"the undecidability between the homogeneous and the heterogeneous" (ibid, 153). The 

construction of a "people" becomes in this play of frontiers, the fundamental role of the political. 

This construction therefore involves not only the articulation of a chain of equivalences around 
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an empty signifier that would be articulated by a hegemonic discursive strategy, but also the 

construction of a frontier that would define the limits of any given notion of the "people". This 

construction of a frontier requires a discursive strategy that will establish the hegemonic 

transformation of a floating signifier into an empty one. This implies the inclusion and exclusion 

of new actors and demands into the notion of people (ibid, 153-4) something that we will see 

taking place in Hezbollah’s notion of the people and who is included in it.  

Any struggle is then political by definition. In fact the definition of populism as an 

articulation of an empty signifier that would unify a number of heterogeneous demands in order 

to construct a people, is synonymous to the political inasmuch as "the construction of a 'people' 

is the political act par excellence", therefore, Laclau writes, "there is no political intervention 

which is not populistic to some extent" (ibid, 154).  

In Hezbollah's case, the movement's emergence and existence within a structurally 

unstable social, political and geographical context means that the presence of a crisis has always 

been underlying their political action. In this sense while in the first instance the movement was 

born amid civil war and foreign occupation, the development of the movement was always 

accompanied by other instances of instability. Occupation continued until the year 2000. After 

five years of relative stability (2000-2005), Lebanon entered another period of crisis following the 

assassination of its former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri in February 2005. Soon after, the full 

fledged war with Israel in 2006 took place. These instabilities can be read as periods of organic 

crisis in the sense that the political and social fields are structurally destabilized and internal 

frontiers are displaced which allows for the emergence of floating signifiers such as "liberation", 

"resistance", and "nation" in the case of Lebanon (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 130-145; A. Smith 

1998, 164-5).  

 Hezbollah's articulation of the empty signifier "resistance" thus emerges from this 

contested field and as an answer to the disintegration of the nation into irreconcilable 

heterogeneous groups. Resistance is thus articulated as a new frontier that would define the 

Lebanese people and its others, one that seeks a displacement of the previous destabilized 

frontiers and construct a new hegemonic identity and a populist discourse which will articulate 

new frontiers of inclusion and exclusion.  

  

1.4 Resistance as an empty signifier 

  

While Hezbollah preaches a specific ideology when it comes to social, political and 

cultural identities it has been active in articulating a more vague discourse that addresses and 

appeals to people who are not necessarily attracted to the movement's religious ideology. In this 

sense, Hezbollah's discourse revolves around a number of specific demands when it comes to 

internal politics and the conflict with Israel. However, the movement's discourse is propagated 

through a number of empty signifiers that refer to the chain of specific demands which allows 

Hezbollah's discourse to appeal to a broad range of groups who become linked through the 

articulated chain of equivalence between these demands. In other words, Hezbollah's empty 

signifiers appeal to a large group of heterogeneous people that include, but are not limited to, the 

movement's active members. The essential notions that act as empty signifiers in Hezbollah's 

political and media discourse and which will be articulated in a way to form the chain of 
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equivalence that joins the different specific demands of heterogeneous groups can be summed up 

in the following list: resistance, liberation, Palestine/Jerusalem, justice, and pride. These words 

are the empty signifiers that will define Hezbollah's popular identity and will be exposed in the 

following chapters.  

Resistance, the most important empty signifier in Hezbollah's discourse, pertains to a 

military act but also to a way of life, and a political position opposed to Western hegemony and 

Israeli occupation and threats. It is an essential cultural position vis a vis the globalization of 

society and the power struggle that is inherent to this transformation. In this sense, resistance 

resonates for leftist secular groups and activists who are involved in the Palestinian rights struggle 

or opposed to American hegemony, marginalized groups in various Arab countries, the 

mainstream Arab population sympathetic with the Palestinians, Muslims who see the liberation of 

Jerusalem as a religious duty, and groups who see Western hegemony as synonymous with the 

rampant corruption in the economy and politics of Arab states.  

In this sense Lara Deeb writes that “the party's popularity is based in part on its 

dedication to the poor, but also on its political platforms and record in Lebanon, its Islamist 

ideologies, and its resistance to Israeli occupation and violations of Lebanese 

sovereignty. Hizballah's popularity is based on a combination of ideology, resistance and an 

approach to political-economic development.” Deeb continues that “Hezbollah supporter” is a 

vague designation and the party’s constituency is not limited to the Shiite poor “but increasingly 

come from the middle classes and include many upwardly mobile, highly educated Lebanese. 

Many of its supporters are Shi'i Muslim, but there are also many Lebanese of other religious 

backgrounds who support the party and/or the Islamic Resistance” (Deeb 2006).   

 The notions of liberation and resistance, the symbolic value of Palestine and Jerusalem 

in Arab culture all appeal to a wide array of people in Lebanon and the Arab world making 

Hezbollah's discourse one that is able to join groups as different as leftist secular movements, 

Arab nationalists, and Islamic religious groups of various sects around one popular discourse that 

Hezbollah will articulate around the term "resistance". This does not mean that all the groups 

which fall under the aforementioned categories are attracted to Hezbollah's discourse since many 

liberals, religious and leftists are strongly opposed to Hezbollah's discourse. But it does present us 

with a discourse that is able to address and appeal to a heterogeneous group of people 

nonetheless.  

Resistance, as it appears in the speeches of Hassan Nasrallah (an in depth analysis of 

Nasrallah’s speeches will be presented in Chapter 3) and also in the mission statements of 

Hezbollah's educational institutions for instance, is a culture - an attitude that is applied in all 

layers of one's life. Thus resistance is a military, social and political act. Hezbollah's mission in 

this framework is to propagate this "culture of resistance" and to create a "society of resistance". 

This is achieved through various institutions that educate the youth accordingly and others that 

organize activities, exhibitions, and events to spread the same message – it is part of the role of 

the media and military network of Hezbollah as it will be described later in this chapter through 

Der Derian’s notion of "Military-Industrial-Media-Entertainment Network, or MIME-NET" 

(Der Derian 2001, 126; in Curtis 2005, 146). Harb and Leenders write that "the resistance 

'identity' and 'culture' are thus essential products of Hizbullah's institutions" (Harb and Leenders 
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2005). Moreover, the movement’s various media productions all form a major part in the task of 

constructing the society of resistance.  

Resistance in Hezbollah's discourse is presented as a religious duty and a righteous 

struggle that will inevitably lead to victory since it is a struggle for good and God. Harb and 

Leenders note that the liberation of Southern Lebanon was presented as evidence of the success 

of this strategy. The authors go on to argue that Hezbollah's resistance discourse "modified the 

perception of the Shia individuals as 'disinherited'(mahrumin) to one of being 

'disempowered'(mustad'afin)." This nuance, they argue, is essential "as the latter invokes an 

opportunity for transformation and change, whereas the former involves stagnation" (ibid). In 

this sense it is a transformation from a state of submission to one of agency, a transition that I 

will argue is essential for any definition of resistance as agency or as the articulation of political 

subjects able to speak for themselves.  

This transformation is also essential for understanding the shift brought about by 

Hezbollah to Shiite political and social attitudes and actions. As was stated in the first chapter, the 

Lebanese Shiites had been historically marginalized in the economic, social and political realities 

of Lebanon. Until the emergence of some Shiite political and social movements in the 1960’s and 

1970’s, Shiites were excluded both from the Lebanese national self (and narrative) and the 

political decision making process in the country. The later emergence of Hezbollah in the 1980’s 

as a major political and military force in Lebanon and the region in the 1990’s and 2000’s, 

brought the Shiites to the forefront of the Lebanese political and cultural debates. Hezbollah in 

this sense succeeded not only in "empowering the Shiites but also in introducing a Shiite 

dimension to Lebanese national identity, a dimension that had been absent for decades since the 

creation of the country" (ibid).  

Furthermore, the liberation of Southern Lebanon and the 2006 war with Israel gave the 

Shiites a sense of pride in their choice (of supporting Hezbollah's resistance strategy) and in their 

accomplishments. Harb and Leenders add that "through its holistic approach Hizbullah 

transforms the typical Shia victimization complex into meaningful values of justice, solidarity, 

community, sacrifice, progress, etc-which, in turn, instigates high self-esteem and solid sense of 

pride" (ibid). 

The resistance identity and culture are thus produced and maintained by Hezbollah's 

holistic strategy based on institutions, activities such as religious commemorations and 

celebrations of martyrdom, media productions, and the inhabitation of space with a "carefully 

designed iconography that exhibits in the streets and in public spaces images of martyrs, religious 

leaders' images, as well as Palestinian symbols. It depicts physically the core elements of 

Hizbullah's resistance society: martyrdom, Shiism, and the Israeli occupation of Palestine" (ibid). 

All these spatial strategies work in order to create a place - or a territory - where resistance is 

enacted and performed. People are constantly reminded of their identity and the identity of the 

space they live in. This spatial dimension of the movement's discourse will be explored in more 

detail later in Chapter 6.  

Harb and Leenders write that "Hizbullah views and carries out its actions through a 

material lens-the delivery of services and resources, but also through a symbolic lens-inscribing 

these services in a framework of meanings relating the Shi'a individual to an identity and 

endowing him/her with a sense of belonging. Consequently, we cannot understand Hizbullah 
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otherwise than through the interplay of both its material and symbolic actions" (ibid). Following 

this logic, the movement’s media production are there to produce the meaning and the symbols 

that place the material elements in a narrative of resistance and liberation. This process in which 

meaning production is achieved and in which various media genres contribute to the articulation 

of a hegemonic narrative can be better understood by introducing the affective dimension of 

populist discourses. This refers to the notion and the role of naming as an affective dimension of 

the construction of a “people”. 

  

1.5 From object to Thing 

  

Following Laclau's theory, the notion of affect is essential since it is at the heart of 

populism as an affective identification with a name. According to Laclau "any social whole results 

from an indissociable articulation between signifying and affective dimensions" (Laclau 2007a, 

111). To understand the role of affect in the construction of a populist discourse Laclau refers to 

Lacanian theory as developed by Joan Copjec. In this system "lack" is the essential component 

that will be the drive for any populist desire. Following the Lacanian model, the moment of entry 

into the symbolic order is defined by a moment of essential loss of the "Thing" defined as the 

“irretrievable fullness”.  This loss introduces an unfulfillable lack that the subject constantly 

strives to fulfill throughout her life. The impossibility to fill this lack leaves the subject with 

partial objects - Lacan's objet petit a - one of which becomes itself a totality by a movement that 

will be defined as hegemonic in the political translation of this system. The partial object - like the 

democratic demand - will come to signify the whole or a popular demand (ibid, 112-3). Copjec 

calls this function of the object when it is elevated to the status of the Thing - "the breast value" 

which depends on the object becoming the object of satisfaction (Copjec 2002, 60; in Laclau 

2007a, 114). Furthermore, Copjec argues along Lacanian lines that desire and drive are two 

different forces. While desire is essentially unfulfillable and refers to a constitutive lack, drive is 

invested in an object - the objet petit a - and can be satisfied (Laclau 2007a, 226).  

Thus, affect is about "exaggerating the difference between two objects" and elevating 

one object (for circumstantial reasons or contingent reasons) to the level of Thing. In the 

Lacanian logic of the lost real, a democratic demand will become a popular demand, standing for 

the desire of fullness; it then acquires a "breast value" and "it is only then that the 'name' 

becomes detached from the 'concept', the signifier from the signified. Without this detachment, 

there would be no populism"(ibid, 120). In other words, in the psychoanalytical model the 

subject’s entry into the symbolic order – or the social – is defined by the loss of a mythical 

fullness (the Thing) thus inflicting a lack that the subject will constantly strive to fill with partial 

objects. In the political model of populism a similar dynamic is at play with partial democratic 

demands becoming popular ones.  

Hegemony in this model is precisely the investment in a partial object where the object 

is elevated to the level of the Thing; where one demand becomes an empty signifier and the name 

of the people; where resistance becomes the name of a people. It is here that the affective 

dimension of a populist discourse lies. The conditions for the emergence of a 'people' are 

precisely in the unfulfillable lack that is constitutive of the social (ibid, 116-7). It is what Laclau 

will call "radical investment", the process that makes "an object the embodiment of a mythical 
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fullness. Affect (that it, enjoyment) is the very essence of investment, while its contingent 

character accounts for the 'radical' component of the formula" (ibid, 115). 

Read in political terms this process is the same as the one in which a people is 

constructed out of the hegemonization of one demand that will stand for all the others: “A truly 

hegemonic discourse will suppress its literal content – its specific demands, its specific origins as 

a single issue movement – in favor of its metaphorical dimension – its self representation as the 

principle of order itself” (A. Smith 1998, 167). This applies to popular identities inasmuch as the 

lack stands for an unfulfilled demand - a desire to achieve a "people" and find the lost Thing. It is 

brought about by the articulation of a hegemonic discourse which will hegemonize one demand 

to become the name of all the others in the articulated chain of equivalence: this demand in 

Hezbollah’s case has been articulated as liberation until the year 2000 when liberation was actually 

achieved. And since then, “resistance” inasmuch as it represents an empty signifier that is often 

referred to as the “culture of resistance” has become the hegemonic demand.  

Laclau compares this process in which the part comes to signify the whole to the 

definition of close up that Deleuze makes in The Movement Image (Deleuze 1986, 87-101). The 

close up as the “affection image” in this case is not part of the scene - a fragment of a totality - 

rather it contains all the scene. A similar process occurs for instance in the recurring images of 

Nasrallah delivering a speech. Nasrallah's recurring position sitting in front of the camera or 

standing in front of a podium designates the whole scene of Hezbollah's prise de parole. In this 

sense there is a meaning that precedes the spoken words or the content of the speeches and it is 

contained in the very image of him on the podium. In other words, Nasrallah's face establishes a 

meaning that precedes his words, this meaning is part of the charismatic function of Nasrallah as 

the leader – a function that will be exposed in more details in Chapter 3.  

The name in Laclau's theory becomes the ground of the Thing through signifying 

operations which are required for this role to be achieved. The name is what holds the identity of 

the object regardless of the descriptive features of this object. In other words the name is the 

performative dimension that constitutes the object and defines it despite the changes in the 

descriptive elements of this object. In the Lacanian model "the identity and the unity of the 

object result from the very operation of naming" (Laclau 2007a, 104). The naming in this 

statement requires the presence of an empty signifier which will refer not to a signifier without a 

signified but to the moment when a partial content/demand will stand for the totality of the 

demands in an equivalential chain. It is at this moment that the name itself becomes the ground 

of the Thing. This Thing in the case of populist discourses is the "people".  

Furthermore, it is now possible to relate this definition of the empty signifier to the 

Lacanian notion of the Objet petit a or the "point de capiton". In Zizek, the "point de capiton" 

constitutes the word which "on the level of the signifier itself, unifies a given field, constitutes its 

identity: it is, so to speak, the word to which 'things' themselves refer to recognize themselves in 

their unity" (Zizek 2008a, 105). In this sense, it is what plays the role of the name in the symbolic 

system of a popular discourse. It refers to nothing and everything at the same time. It is an empty 

signifier that stands for the identity of the people and the equivalential chain of demands that 

determines the identity of a heterogeneous group of people united around one hegemonic 

popular demand in a specific historical moment. In the words of Zizek, the empty signifier "is an 
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objectification of a void" (ibid, 104), a void which refers to an unattainable unity and a constantly 

escaping object of desire: It is the articulated unity of the people.  

Laclau argues that it is not only in words and images that the construction of a "people" 

takes place but any popular discourse - or any discourse for that matter - "is also sedimented in 

practices and institutions" (Laclau 2007a, 106). Comparing his notion of discourse to 

Wittgenstein's language games, Laclau argues that discourse is about the articulation of not only 

verbal operations but material practices as well. In contrast with Foucault's separation between 

the discursive and the non-discursive (Deleuze 2004, 38-40; Foucault 2006), the notion of 

discourse for Laclau refers to institutions and discourses alike; both are inherent to the discursive 

field and cannot be seen beyond discourse (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 107-10).  

In this framework, the name carries a retroactive quality. Naming is a performative 

action with a retroactive effect on what is named - it retroactively unifies the object that it 

designates. In a populist discourse, the name will come to designate and unify all the demands 

that are left unfulfilled by the system that the populist discourse emerged in opposition to. It is in 

this movement that the empty signifier becomes the signifier for any unfulfilled demand that can 

be articulated around it. The name is therefore constitutive of the object that it designates. In 

Hezbollah’s discourse resistance will come to stand not only for the resistance against Israeli 

occupation but also to economic empowerment, cultural resistance, and to various political, 

social and economic demands that various groups of people will come to view as part of the 

“resistance” in retrospect.  

Thus, an empty signifier can be articulated in any which way and becomes a field that is 

contested by competing articulations each assigning a number of demands and attributes to it. In 

other words, the signified is not contained in the signifier and the content to which the empty 

signifier of a populist discourse refers depends on the articulation of it in any specific historical, 

social and cultural context. This is why history in Laclau's theory is characterized by discontinuity. 

It is "a discontinuous succession of hegemonic formations that cannot be ordered by a script 

transcending their contingent historicity"(Laclau 2007a, 226). The name that will emerge as the 

empty signifier of a certain people is contingent and is constantly unstable. Whether nationalism, 

religious identity, race, class or gender will be the signifier of a popular identity "depends on a 

contingent history impossible to determine through a priori means" (ibid, 227). The meaning of 

any given popular identity or signifier is not contained in an a priori object (since it is an empty 

signifier), it depends on the articulation of it and "the chain of equivalences that will be associated 

with it" (ibid, 227).  

For instance, the empty signifier "resistance" in the Lebanese context has come to 

signify different things for different groups in different historical moments. While Hezbollah has 

hegemonized the term at least in the last decade, it would be interesting to note the articulation of 

the same empty signifier by the Lebanese Forces, a Christian neo-fascist group that was allied 

with Israel during the Lebanese civil war and represents the very opposite ideological position 

adopted by Hezbollah. During the Lebanese civil war, the Lebanese Forces called themselves the 

"Lebanese resistance front" and articulated "resistance" as signifying the opposition to the Syrian, 

Palestinian and Muslim others and pertaining to a pure resisting Christian identity. The 

equivalential chain produced in this articulation of "resistance" is different from the one present 
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in Hezbollah's articulation of the same empty signifier. The equivalential chain of a popular 

discourse is therefore a product of the contingent articulation of a given empty signifier.  

At this point rhetoric becomes central to the definition of the equivalential chain and 

the meaning attributed to an empty signifier. What Laclau will call a "rhetorical displacement" 

(ibid, 109) constitutes the movement from a relation of metonymy where one demand can stand 

for another, to one of analogy where the relation becomes metaphorical - one demand will 

represent another - it will signify the other and become its name. Hezbollah for instance becomes 

the name of the resistance and Nasrallah – their leader - becomes the name of Hezbollah. This 

process of analogy is essential for the understanding of the role of the leader in a populist 

discourse and will be exposed in more detail in Chapter 3. It is precisely this process in which 

Hezbollah becomes the name of resistance that we can call hegemonic and it is by understanding 

this process of naming that we can better understand the role of Nasrallah – as the charismatic 

leader – in the articulation of resistance as a hegemonic demand and how media productions 

contribute to fixing a specific meaning of resistance as the name of the people in different 

historical moments.  

Having exposed the way in which a populist discourse emerges, on the one hand, out of 

contingent conditions and, on the other hand, with the agency of those who articulate a 

hegemonic meaning in these conditions, my analysis of Hezbollah's discourse as a populist one 

will focus on the media strategies that the movement has employed in order to articulate a 

discourse of resistance and hegemonize its people as an empty signifier. As we have seen the 

articulation of a populist discourse is partly a rhetorical effort to articulate and hegemonize an 

empty signifier. While rhetoric is one important aspect for any populist discourse, in the next 

section I will expose some of the other strategies that have allowed Hezbollah's resistance to 

emerge as a hegemonic one in the context of war and conflict. As I have argued, resistance is 

about the articulation and promotion of a hegemonic identity and in this framework media 

represents an essential aspect of any resistance movement. In the next section I will argue that 

resistance requires the possession of the material conditions that allow a group to have a voice 

and produce images that challenge the power structure against which it operates. I will then 

conclude that resistance pertains to a spatial act where boundaries are constructed between the 

people and its other and where the occupation of material and discursive space is an essential 

aspect of the exercise of power.  

  

2. Strategies of resistance in war and conflict 

  

2.1 On resistance as being heard and seen  

  

In his short essay, “Ten theses on Politics”, Ranciere suggests a definition of politics as 

something that is different from police. While the police is understood as the process by which 

the state exercises its exclusions and inclusions - and thus organizes the social, political struggle 

consists in separating politics from police by intervening "upon the visible and the sayable". The 

function of politics is therefore a "configuration of its proper space" and a creation of a "space 

for the appearance of a subject." The political subject for Ranciere must possess the logos. It is 

this need for language that places the act of politics as an act of articulation. The Aristotelian 
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opposition between human - who possess the logos - and animal - who have only phone 

"appropriate only for expressing the feelings of pleasure and displeasure” - is a separation 

between a political subject and one who is excluded from the realm of the political (Ranciere 

2001). This strategy of exclusion by not recognizing or understanding what a group is saying is 

what we find happening when the word terrorism is used for instance. The word automatically 

deprives the "terrorist" from the logos, from the power of language and political subjectivity. What 

is left is an empty noise expressing the instinctive noises of pleasure and displeasure.  

Following Ranciere's argument on the power of the logos in political exclusion and 

inclusion, resistance as a political act can be understood as the act of acquiring the power of the 

logos, the power of articulation and of having a language. A politics of resistance becomes about 

the redefinition of spaces, and of making oneself "heard as a speaking subject"; "in making what 

was unseen visible; in getting what was only audible as noise to be heard as speech" (ibid).  

This is how a strategy of resistance is about disturbing the discursive space - or creating 

a new space for one's discourse and articulating a discourse that seeks to be understood as such. 

In other words, resistance is about creating a political subject where previously only noise existed. 

It is, in short, the power to speak. Ranciere writes: "politics thus has no 'proper' place nor does it 

possess any 'natural' subjects.[…] A political subject is not a group of interests or ideas: It is the 

operator of a particular mode of subjectification and litigation through which politics has its 

existence. Political demonstrations are thus always of the moment and their subjects are always 

provisional" (ibid).  

Like Ranciere, Critchley proposes a definition of politics of resistance that is based on 

the articulation of new political subjectivities and the control of space where such an articulation 

is made possible. He writes: "resistance begins by occupying and controlling the terrain upon 

which one stands, where one lives, works, acts and thinks" (Critchley 2008, 114). Furthermore, 

for Critchley the starting point of politics is disappointment and anger. Critchley's proposition 

that "anger is the first political emotion" (ibid, 130) bring us back to the distinction that Ranciere 

makes between logos and phone. The movement from the expression of anger to that of 

articulating a political subject is precisely the movement from the level of phone which consists in 

expressing displeasure (and anger as a form of displeasure), to the level of logos by the articulation 

of a political subjectivity that departs from this anger. Critchley writes that "politics […] is praxis 

in a situation that articulates an interstitial distance from the state and allows for the emergence 

of new political subjects who exert a universal claim" (ibid, 92).  

This universal claim pertains to the notion of hegemony inasmuch as hegemony is about 

the construction of chains of equivalence that will join a number of previously unrelated political 

subjectivities or demands into one hegemonic demand that stands for all of them. It is, as 

Critchley describes in a rather spatial vocabulary, "the formation of a new ideological terrain, a 

new space of myth in the sense of Georges Sorel" (ibid, 101). In this framework, Critchley 

establishes the task of politics - as Laclau does - as one of naming; "of naming a political subject 

and organizing politically around that name. That is, the logic of political nomination consists in 

identifying a determinate particularity in society and then hegemonically constructing that 

particularity into a generality that exerts a universal claim"(ibid, 91). A resistance must invent a 

name around which political subjects will unite - for Hezbollah that name was precisely 

"resistance" but also "liberation", "the dispossessed", and other names that will constantly be 
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articulated and re-articulated as particularities that stand for a universality and create out of these 

names political subjects (Critchley 2005, 224-5). In this sense "the political task is one of 

inventing a name around which a political subject can be aggregated from various social struggles 

through which we are living. This act of aggregation of the political subject is the moment of 

hegemony" (Critchley 2008, 103-4).  

A political name - like the indigenous in the example given by Critchley - "is a 

contingently articulated subject made possible at a determinate and transient historical point and 

making possible an intervention and a new dynamic political sequence" (ibid, 108).  Furthermore, 

as we have seen, the political name retroactively constructs the group and thus gives this group 

an existence as one that is able to speak. This logic helps us understand how a political subject 

such as Shiite, Arab, Lebanese, or resistant must be seen as a "political achievement" (ibid, 105). 

These subjects are constructed by means of an articulation in context that re-formulates already 

present subject positions and construct new ones in opposition to new and old threats. 

Hegemonic discourses re-articulate pre-existent signifiers and build on them. Following this same 

logic, A. Smith quotes McClintock who argues that "the deployment of archaic signifiers can 

paradoxically play a key role in this process insofar as they effectively symbolize what is new in 

the emerging hegemonic formation, while simultaneously creating the sense that that formation is 

nothing more than a return to an imaginary golden age” (McClintock 1995, 376; in A. Smith 

1998, 168). This will appear in my analysis of Hezbollah’s appropriation of Lebanese, Islamic and 

Arab nationalist signifiers in order to re-articulate a new political identity (see Chapter 5).   

   

2.2 The role of popular culture in counter-hegemony 

  

In this project I argue that media is a central element in the strategies that allow 

Hezbollah to contend for the discursive space and to articulate a political subject that becomes 

hegemonic precisely by acquiring a voice. My analysis of Hezbollah's media departs from a 

Foucauldian conception of media as means of control and governmentality that are implicated in 

the constitution of political subjects while at the same time being constituted by them (Simons 

2005, 162-3). The role of media is therefore essential for the construction of Hezbollah's political 

subjectivity.  In his analysis of the role of popular culture in radical democratic theory, Simons 

argues that for "Lacanian theorists of lack […] [the media] enthral the populace with idols, with 

unfulfillable fantasies of collective and personal satisfaction. The media lure the populace into 

unrealisable attempts to fill the lack and attain the Real (of fullness of identity, of satisfaction of 

needs, of popular sovereignty, of freedom) by re-presenting the absent Real" (ibid, 154).  

However, by attesting that hegemony is always contingent, Simons can claim that the 

articulation of hegemony "is always contestable by counter-hegemony" (ibid, 157). And following 

Stuart Hall, another conception of popular culture can be adopted whereas the hegemonic 

"culture industry cannot completely dominate popular culture" rather it is precisely within 

popular culture that a counter-hegemony can arise (ibid, 157). For Hall, popular culture is "a site 

of a struggle" (ibid, 162) and my argument in reading Hezbollah's media production builds 

precisely on this view of popular culture as a space where power and hegemony are contested. In 

this sense, Hezbollah's media operate within popular culture as a counter-hegemonic and/or a 

hegemonic power.  
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This potential of popular culture provides the ground for the understanding of 

Hezbollah's media discourse as a counter-hegemonic one. It is here that the undecidability of 

meanings becomes essential to the articulation of hegemonic discourses through popular culture. 

Simons writes that "according to the 'populist' perspective, the apparent one-way technological 

flow of mediation of culture is resisted by active interpretation of messages by people who retain 

their ideological or cultural agency" (ibid, 158). This agency is both able to produce floating 

signifiers out of the hegemonic popular culture (resistance, freedom, or democracy in the case of 

Hezbollah for instance) that are then re-articulated as empty signifiers that will refer to a different 

chain of equivalence and come to stand for a counter-hegemonic meaning (freedom becomes 

freedom from Western domination and imposed democratization for instance).  

It is, however, important not to undermine the economic and material conditions for 

such a conflict within  popular culture. In my analysis of Hezbollah's media productions - which 

constitute a counter-hegemonic popular culture - the material conditions will be seen as an 

essential component for the construction of this media discourse as a hegemonic one. One basic 

example in this case is that without the availability of Al Manar television station, Hezbollah's 

satellite channel, it would not be possible for the movement to have access to a pan-Arab 

audience for instance. And the presence of their media apparatus allows the movement to 

produce the music, music videos, video operations, DVDs, and websites that will be investigated 

in the following chapters.  

The role of media in the strategies of Hezbollah is most visible when we look at the war 

between Hezbollah and Israel as a typical example of one between an organized army with 

abundant resources and a group of fighters with far less resources and military power. Aware of 

this balance of powers, Hezbollah, like many other militant and revolutionary groups in China, 

Vietnam, Cuba, and Algeria, has adopted guerilla warfare as a strategic choice to face the superior 

military force. Following Leninist and Maoist theories of guerilla warfare, where the inferior 

military force can prevail against the superior one with a tactics that aims at draining the 

resources of the superior enemy, this tactic relies on inflicting the most damage against the enemy 

lines and retreating without aiming to hold any ground (Mao 2000, 94-115). The strategic aim is 

therefore to neutralize the domains in which the organized army has the upper hand and shift the 

battle on to the grounds in which the guerilla has the advantage. This strategy aims at making the 

occupation costly for the superior army and far less for the guerilla – it is literally about 

controlling the occupied space in which war is fought and shifting the balance of power in it. 

While guerilla warfare has Marxist-Leninist roots, it was successfully used by groups with little to 

do with Marxist ideology in Afghanistan, Algeria, Palestine and Lebanon. And while it succeeded 

in some places (Bolshevik revolution, Chinese revolution, Vietnam, Cuba, Afghanistan, and 

Algeria) it failed in others (Yemen, Bolivia, Gulf States). This leads us to the question of what 

makes the conditions of success of this strategy, and in the case of Hezbollah, why did it 

succeed? One way to answer this question is to look, on the one hand, at the military and 

practical conditions of the war and, on the other hand, at the other elements of the confrontation 

such as mobilization, psychological warfare, media, and discursive strategies.  

Guerilla warfare pertains to an economy of violence in which media can provide a tool 

to exaggerate the impact of military violence by the use of spectacular images that will accentuate 

the impact of a violent act. In this sense, speaking about the act of videotaping and then 



RESISTANCE AND HEGEMONY 

67 
 

broadcasting their military operations against the Israeli army, a Hezbollah official quoted by 

Andrew Exum says: “On the field, we hit one Israeli soldier, but a tape of him crying for help 

affects thousands of Israelis” (Exum 2008).  

 

2.3 Political Islam, war, and media strategies 

 

 In his investigation of Islamic revolutionary groups within what he defines as Islamism 

(or political Islam and he states his use of the two terms interchangeably), Michael Watts engages 

in an analysis of the emergence and strategies of groups such as Al Qaida as vanguard 

revolutionary movements (Watts 2007, 180). While I claim that Watts' analysis at some points 

conflates the different forms of political Islam with groups like Al Qaida who represent but one - 

albeit dark - face of political Islam, his analysis is very revealing in terms of both the strategies of 

these groups, and some of their theoretical, social, economic and political backgrounds (see also 

Retort 2005). 

On political and social levels, Islam has come to be seen as a political ideology and an 

alternative by large numbers of Muslims. Watts argues that there is "a global discursive shift in 

which large numbers of believers have come to see Islam as political ideology - as providing the 

only political alternative to the actually existing postcolonial realities as understood (or perhaps 

we should say experienced) by the broad swath of Muslims of the Quran Belt: namely secularism 

as a form of oppression for the community of believers" (Watts 2007, 178). 

 This statement is valid in many parts of what Watts calls the Quran Belt (the 

geographical delimitations of this term are left vague and I am not sure whether Lebanon is 

included within this Belt), and, in the Arab world, this can apply to the states that were or still are 

ruled by a secular Arab nationalist ideology (at least in theory) such as Egypt, Syria, Iraq (during 

Saddam's rule), Algeria, and Tunisia. Yet, it is unable to explain the emergence of Hezbollah in 

Lebanon. Watts’ account does, nonetheless, provide an insightful explanation for the success of 

Hezbollah's Islamic political discourse - and other political Islamic groups for that matter - in 

attracting large support among Arabs and Muslims around the world. In this sense, Hezbollah's 

articulation of a specific Islamic political ideology corresponded to the rising appeal of Islam as a 

universal project awaiting specific articulations (Al Qaida provided another hegemonizing 

discourse that equally profited from the fertile ground that is seeking a political articulation of 

Islamic identity - even though the two movements opted for often radically different projects in 

terms of their relation to the individual, the State and the other). Nonetheless, it can be claimed 

that within the Arab world, Islam is currently the only discourse that can "claim to provide a 

political project that is global in reach and ambition, anti-imperialist in thrust, and, in some of its 

expressions at least, revolutionary in practice" (ibid, 179).  

Watts posits that political Islam currently represents "the most powerful anti-imperialist 

force field confronting military neoliberalism and American empire" (ibid, 179). This status, as we 

have seen, was achieved by the failure of secular Arab nationalism that was quickly superseded by 

the disciplined organizations of political Islam - "Islam is the Solution" being the motto of the 

rising Islamic movements of the post Arab nationalist era. Islam drew much of its revolutionary 

potential from the frustration of the nationalist period and its failed experience in the face of 

Israel in 1967 – something that refers us back to the role of disappointment and anger in 
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Critchley. The success of the Iranian Revolution further gave the various Muslim groups that 

hope and inspiration. In this sense, the Iranian Revolution has had an important impact on the 

development of political Islam by providing a model and a proof that a revolutionary Islam can 

succeed in creating a powerful state (ibid, 192-3).  

Watts’ analysis of the success of political Islam sheds light on the central role of media 

technologies in the dissemination of a virtual Umma and the creation of an Arab public sphere 

that both allowed and was a product of the rising Islamic identities (ibid, 188-9). He argues that 

revolutionary Muslim groups have succeeded in taming and efficiently using new media and 

communication technologies in order to organize themselves and propagate their message. They 

have thus created, for instance, a virtual Umma thanks to the internet and satellite technology, 

while also using these technologies in order to establish a wide network for the propagation of 

spectacular images of the horrors of American (and Israeli) violence and the spectacular deeds of 

Islamic militants as well. That being said, Watts concludes that these groups (and both Hezbollah 

and Al Qaeda being prototypes in this context) "understand that twenty-first century wars are 

spectacular encounters in which the dissemination of images is a core strategy" (Gray 2003, 76; in 

Watts 2007, 191).  

While I contend that Hezbollah represents a very different form of political Islam than 

the one that is articulated by Al Qaeda if only in Hezbollah's refusal of gratuitously targeting 

civilians or in not categorically seeing anyone who does not share their breed of extremist 

religious zeal as an enemy that must be destroyed. Al Qaeda in this sense becomes the mirror 

image of the use of the term terrorism inasmuch as both are complete rejections of the other 

which turn this other into what Agamben calls "bare life". The two Islamic groups despite 

ideological differences share an understanding of the power of images in present day warfare. 

Hezbollah has understood this since the mid 1980’s, as exemplified in their documentation of 

their military operations and their broadcasts (this will be exposed in Chapter 4 where I will 

analyze these videos and their role within the movement's military strategy). Hezbollah succeeded 

in taming the images of war and in producing their own spectacles of defeat of the Israeli army in 

these videos. No matter how destructive the military response by the Israeli army would be it 

could not defeat these images. In fact, the more violent the Israeli military response got, the more 

images of dead Lebanese or Palestinian children and massacred civilians were produced to further 

strengthen Hezbollah's spectacle of Israeli brutality and thus justify their actions (Watts 2007, 

191). 

What we conclude from Watts's accounts about political Islam's strategies is first the 

awareness of these groups of the power of images in conflict, and second the efficiency of these 

groups in using these images in fostering their influence among Arab and Muslim peoples and in 

exercising power over the other by means of physical and symbolic violence. These strategies 

thus pertain to the act of resistance inasmuch as they are about taking control of discursive space 

and the exercise of power. In this sense, "spaces do not just provide a context, they provide a 

medium and a means and a momentum, as well as a measure [for certain forms of violence]" 

(Thrift 2007, 274). According to Thrift "violence is employed to create political acquiescence; it is 

intended to create terror, and thus political inertia; it is intended to create hierarchies of 

domination and submission based on the control of force" (ibid, 275). Violence is a means of 

contesting pre-existing power relations. The fact that violence is not limited to the physical aspect 
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but is also symbolic, gives significance to the discussion of Hezbollah's media strategies and the 

role of images in their hegemonic project. "Violence is, after all, performative” (ibid, 277).  

  

2.4 ‘War of signs’: war and the field of perception 

  

When we analyze Hezbollah's media strategies in the context of conflict and war, the 

notion of space gets intermingled with the perceptual field. Following Virilio's analysis of war as 

an act that can no longer be separated from the field of perception and the production of 

spectacle (Virilio 1989, 5), Curtis argues that "war as the logistics of perception means the ability 

to control every space while being absent from any particular place” (Curtis 2005, 144). Curtis 

refers to Der Derian's notion of the "Military-Industrial-Media-Entertainment Network, or 

MIME-NET" in order to explain the way in which war and media become part of one network - 

or apparatus - whose role is to both legitimize and reproduce the discourse and spectacle of war 

thus becoming intrinsic to war as the exercise of physical violence (Curtis, 146-8; Shapiro 1997, 

73-106).  

For Der Derian, this network, "runs on video-game imagery, twenty-four-hour news 

cycles, multiple modes of military, corporate, university, and media power, and microchips, 

embedded in everything but human flesh (so far)" (Der Derian 2001, 126; in Curtis 2005, 146). 

While Hezbollah's media and war network is not as sophisticated and powerful as the American 

one that is mostly the subject of Der Derian’s accounts, it is nonetheless present - as this project 

will attempt to show - and is essential to the movement’s legitimization and exercise of power. 

Hezbollah's network comprises a radio station, a TV station, publications, internet websites, 

universities, schools, research centers, video games, various genres of visual productions from 

music videos, to movies, TV series, installations, and various other elements that serve to 

advance the discourse of the movement and support it in war and conflict.  

Curtis argues that the MIME-NET "produces a qualitatively new form of power" that 

disturbs the separation of what is real and what is reproduced. In this sense, "while the MIME-

NET does not have a monopoly over the generation and circulation of information, it is 

significant that this military-inspired network has an increasing foothold in the varying divisions 

required for a successful war machine" (Curtis 2005, 146). The various elements of the network 

have different roles within the war effort. In this project, such an understanding of the 

connection between media and the military allows us to understand the role of media as an 

intrinsic part of the exercise of power in war and conflict which, in turn, makes  articulation a 

strategy that is as vital in war as weapons are. The production of images and media discourse is 

not only useful but it is essential to any efficient war machine - something that the following 

chapters will try to show that Hezbollah – as agents - are very aware of.  

 Hezbollah has understood early on that war is not only about guns and physical force, 

but it is what Der Derian calls a "contest of signs" (Der Derian 2001, 118; in Curtis 2005, 150). 

This notion of contested signs brings us straight back to Laclau and Mouffe's notion of 

hegemony as the conflict over the partial fixation of floating signifiers. Signs are never truly 

sutured and are in that sense fields of conflict over meaning where different actors seek to 

attribute different chains of equivalence in order to advance a certain hegemonic reading. This is 

exactly what Hall argued about the role of popular culture as a site of counter-hegemony. Curtis 
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thus writes that the "spectacle is also a site of resistance, refusal and subversion” (Curtis 2005, 

150-1). This leads him to deduce that "because the meaning of an image is always actualized in 

the process of reading, it is certain that future war as a conflict of signs will also be a conflict over 

the capacity to produce semiotic closure" (ibid, 152). 

In this context of conflict over signs, the function of a counter-hegemonic discourse 

becomes about acquiring the empirical capacity to produce meanings, and about the articulation 

of hegemonic meanings and narratives. Each side of the hegemonic conflict thus seeks to 

establish its own interpretation as common sense "in this instance the interpretive confrontation 

to win a world actually enters into the logistics of warfare itself. When war becomes a conflict of 

signs, interpretive confrontation becomes the very means of waging war" (ibid, 155).  

 For Laclau and Mouffe, a hegemonic discourse must present itself as common sense (as 

in Bourdieu and in Gramsci), it must naturalize its boundaries and hide its contingency behind a 

narrative of history that presents it as the inevitable reality or the only possible outcome in a 

specific situation. A successful hegemonic discourse must therefore become the representation of 

a promised order or salvation of a group (Laclau 1994; A. Smith 1998, 166). The partial fixing of 

meaning that takes place is constantly threatened by an 'outside'. This threatening outside - or the 

excluded other - can function within the discourse in order to sustain the identity of those 

included in opposition to the threatening other. This is the mechanism by which identification 

functions in the Lacanian theory of identification. It is also the way charismatic discourses 

operate as will be shown in more detail in Chapter 3. 

The importance of media in the strategies of resistance and counter-hegemony is here at 

its clearest: it is about acquiring the power of producing meanings and making these meanings 

hegemonic. It is one that acts on both the self and the other - it both consolidates the group and 

exercises power over the other (this will be exposed in more details in Chapter 4). In this sense, 

Curtis concludes that " the interpretive confrontation over the attempt to achieve closure in the 

future warfare of signs will, as has always been the case with war, be based on strong identities 

that wish to overcome and eradicate the other" (Curtis 2005, 155).  

  

2.5 Identification and jouissance 

 

This leads us to the importance of identity and identification in warfare. In this sense, 

the production of hegemonic and strong identities in times of conflict occupies an equal function 

to the control of the means to wage war. In other words, identification is as essential to war as are 

weapons. In Violent Cartographies, Shapiro argues that "the other face of warfare is ontological 

rather than strategic; […] it is focused more on the affirmation of identity than on the 

instrumental effects of the use of deadly force” (Shapiro 1997, 48). 

Shapiro develops his argument that war is as much about the "outward reaching role as 

a projection of the state" as it is about its "inward-reaching role as part of the constitution of 

identity" (ibid, 48-9). In this sense, war is an essential part of the consolidation of group identities 

inasmuch as it provides the negative identification with a threatening other which allows for the 

consolidation of the group as a unity that hides its inherent contradictions. This role of war as 

constitutive of groups is not new and war has been essential in history in providing an enemy 

against which a group will unite (See also Thomassen 2005, 109-111). This is precisely what 
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Lacanian psychoanalysis, when applied to the construction of political identities, shows; the 

antagonistic other "supplies the object against which the warring body maintains unity and 

consistency" (Shapiro 1997, 57). 

 The importance of identification in conflict and therefore in hegemonic formations 

thus pertains to resistance as a strategy of articulating a people and creating a strong identification 

that consolidates this group in the face of a threatening other by raising boundaries between us 

and them. The process of populism as hegemony and resistance is precisely about the articulation 

of a “people” that seeks to fill the unbridgeable lack that is at the heart of the social. As we have 

seen earlier in this chapter, in Laclau's theory, which adopts the Lacanian understanding of 

identification, the construction (or articulation) of a political subject stems from the very 

impossibility of the social. This impossibility which is based on the subject being a subject of 

lack, makes of identification the only means for the subject to constitute itself and an essential 

aspect of any resistance strategy.  

The ontology of lack in formerly colonized spaces is a central element in the articulation 

of post-colonial identities inasmuch as the colonizer is often articulated as the one who stole our 

enjoyment (Zizek 1993, 200-38), and discourses such as Hezbollah's present themselves as the 

alternative that will fill this lack. It is in this framework that empty signifiers and nodal points are 

articulated in order to fulfill a desire for unity of the group (or identification) in opposition to a 

Western other. Resistance in this sense alludes to a desire for self-representation, or the 

articulation of a self that challenges the established power of representation of the dominant 

other. In my analysis of Hezbollah's discourse, the concepts of hegemony and identification, 

inasmuch as they are based on an ontology of lack, can be ascribed to this movement as a 

postcolonial discourse. In other words, Hezbollah's discourse seeks the articulation of a counter-

hegemonic political identity and can be understood using much of the concepts and terminology 

of the hegemonic theory and its insight on the political strategies of change (or counter-

hegemony).  

 In his investigation of the difference between the two ontologies that constitute the 

fundamentals of radical democratic theory, namely that of lack, which builds on Lacanian 

psychoanalysis, and that of abundance, which builds on the work of Deleuze, Marchart argues 

that the two ontologies, although they are not necessarily incompatible, lead to two different 

political conclusions and attitudes towards the political, and the construction of political identities 

(Marchart 2005, 17). Marchart writes that "for Lacan the irresolvable lack-of-being constitutes the 

ontological ground of the subject's desire for being. It is on the premise of the subject's lack-of-

being - and 'subject' in Lacan is just the very name of that lack - that the dialectics of desire is set 

in motion" (ibid, 20). 

For Lacan desire is always a desire of the Other - a desire of the symbolic order. This 

means that desire stems not from the subject herself but from an outside which will stand for the 

desire of the subject. In this sense, the desire is a desire for an object that will fill - or promise to 

fill - the lack that is constitutive of the subject. "This objet petit a, " Marchart writes, "serves as a 

positive incarnation of what is absent" (ibid, 21). This is where the concept of jouissance becomes 

central. Jouissance thus stands for the "real enjoyment that was lost when the subject entered into 

the symbolic order" (ibid, 21; Zizek 1993, 200-38).  
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 In political terms, jouissance corresponds to the promise of the articulated identity to 

bridge the essential lack of the political subjects. In a post-colonial context, the lack brought 

about by the entrance into the symbolic order of the colonizing other is articulated by emerging 

counter-hegemonic identities into a promise of a "national jouissance” that would bring back the 

lost enjoyment of the real (the mythical pre-colonial time for instance). In this same framework, 

Yannis Stravrakakis makes use of the notion of fantasy and its role in the construction of a social 

group that incarnates negativity (Evil) (Stravrakakis 2005, 188-9). He writes that: "[Fantasy] 

involves the dream of a state without disturbances and dislocations, a state in which we are 

supposed to get back the enjoyment (jouissance) sacrificed upon entering the symbolic order, 

while at the same time it relies on the production of a 'scapegoat' to be stigmatised as the one 

who is to blame for our lack, the Evil force that stole our previous jouissance" (ibid, 189). This is 

a process we see clearly in Nasser’s Arab nationalist discourse which promises a resurgence of a 

golden age of Arab civilization lost by the entrance of the colonizer and a similar process 

happens in political Islamic discourses which build on a lost glory of Islamic civilization and the 

evils of the Israeli and western others. 

In other words, if we are to follow Laclau and Mouffe's understanding of the hegemonic 

discourse, enjoyment becomes the necessary product which needs to conceal the impossibility of 

the social being actually sutured and present itself precisely as this possibility - this is in fact what 

Laclau and Mouffe will call politics: "If the social does not manage to fix itself in the intelligible 

and instituted forms of a society, the social only exists, however, as an effort to construct that 

impossible object" (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 112).  

 

2.6 Resistance and the politics of space 

  

While, as I have argued, identification with a hegemonic articulation of a people 

represents the ultimate goal of a resistance discourse, in this section I will argue that resistance 

and hegemony operate in spaces inasmuch as space according to Lefebvre is a discursive 

construct (Lefebvre 1974). In this sense, hegemony and counter-hegemony are about the creation 

and control of spaces where specific articulations are made possible or contested. These are the 

spaces where narratives are re-articulated and new identities are formed and made possible.  

Following Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of discourse where discourse is both about 

language and institutions - I argue that in this system space is constructed through discourse and 

is part of discourse. I will therefore consider space as produced rather than pre-given; space is 

thus a product of articulation (Dikec 2007, 170). In this framework, I will argue that Hezbollah's 

strategies consist in seizing power over space. Resistance is understood as a spatial politics that 

pertains to controlling and contesting space. 

 Laclau and Mouffe posit that the production of meaning is a task that involves the 

social space as a whole. It is therefore impossible to separate discursive and non-discursive since 

practice has no meaning beyond discourse (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 100-7). Based on this, my 

conception of space puts forth the importance of contingency in the construction of spaces and 

the role of articulatory practices and "particular regimes of representation" in such a construction. 

In Badlands of the Republic, Dikec refers to Ranciere's concept of police which is "a symbolically 

constituted organization of social space" (Dikec 2007, 171). Resistance to this police is "as much 
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about place-making as the police itself; the confrontation of the police and politics, in this sense, 

is a contestation for space" (ibid, 173). In this context it would be instructive to think about the 

construction of Hezbollah's space by both the Israeli selective bombing in 2006 (which targeted 

what the Israeli army considered spaces dominated by Hezbollah), the media (Lebanese and 

international) who designate certain places as “Hezbollah strongholds” and Hezbollah themselves 

who build on this definition of their space in order to consolidate it and re-articulate it. We can 

also think about the recent revolution in Egypt and the role of the “Tahrir square” as a re-

articulated space during the revolution.  

In Foucault, space is understood as a means for the exercise of power and of 

maintaining power relations. This was the case most notably in his analysis of the panopticon as a 

technology that allows the use of space - and gaze - in the exercise of power over individuals. 

Foucault writes: “whenever one is dealing with a multiplicity of individuals on whom a task or a 

particular form of behavior must be imposed, the panoptic schema may be used." He concludes 

that the panopticon inasmuch as it is more than a structure "is the diagram of a mechanism of 

power reduced to its ideal form” (Foucault 1979, 205). This understanding of space as both the 

location of power and as a means of exercising power will be extended to include both the 

physical space where the power of the "police" is exercised as a means of governmentality by 

technologies such as the panopticon (see Chapter 4), and the discursive space where space is both 

articulated and subjects are constructed by a contestation of meaning that consists in a 

hegemonic operation. As Lefebvre writes “hegemony is exercised by means of space” (my 

translation, Lefebvre 1974, 18). 

Understanding space as a political product that is contested by conflicting hegemonic 

discourses refers to space inasmuch as it is a mean of control, domination and power but also of 

conflict (ibid, 35). Lefebvre understands space as a social product that is intrinsically political 

(Lefebvre 1978, 341-345). In this sense he writes that "there is a politics of space because space is 

political" (ibid, 345). Understanding space as the locus of conflict and power allows me to 

formulate an analysis of Hezbollah’s strategies of resistance as ones that involve the articulation 

of space as a means to establish hegemony. In this sense space is the ground for the articulation 

of hegemonic meanings of the social. In this framework, place becomes a partially fixed meaning 

of space. Accordingly, Cresswell writes that "place is a powerful force in the ongoing hegemonic 

and counter-hegemonic struggles" (Cresswell 1996, 13). 

Cresswell makes use of the word transgression in order to further stress on the spatial 

dimension of power. The very idea of transgression refers to a crossing of boundaries. In this 

sense, transgression is about questioning boundaries by making them visible and revealing their 

contingency (ibid, 21); this also refers back to the role of populist discourses in constructing new 

boundaries and de-constructing established ones. While transgression does not amount to 

resistance, transgressive acts are part of what a strategy of resistance might employ. Cresswell 

makes the distinction between the two in terms of intentionality. He writes that "transgression is 

judged by those who react to it, while resistance rests on the intentions of the actor(s)" in this 

sense "transgressive acts provide ‘potentials’ for resistance” (ibid, 23).  

 In cases of conflict, in order to better understand the opposing groups it is therefore 

interesting and informative to look at the acts of transgression, of what is considered "out of 

place" in Cresswell's terms, and by whom they are categorized as such, and on the play of power 
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in appropriating spaces and control over the definition of "common sense". Transgression in 

cases of conflict is therefore twofold: two groups transgress in relation to each others. In this 

case the idea of resistance might be helpful in order to establish such a vision in terms of the 

power balance as an intentional act of hegemony - an intentional transgression of mutual 

boundaries (ibid, 146). Resistance is then about creating new boundaries and transgressing 

established ones. This production of new boundaries will be exposed in my analysis of actual 

media productions of Hezbollah where I will argue that new boundaries of the social and new 

frames of identification are created and contested both in relation to the boundaries set by the 

Israeli other and the pre-existing boundaries within the Lebanese society.  

Cresswell argues that "the unintended consequence of making space a means of control 

is to simultaneously make it a site of meaningful resistance" (ibid, 163). This is the case in Israel's 

occupation of Southern Lebanon for instance which automatically transforms this space into a 

contested one and a locus of resistance (De Certeau 1984, 30; in Cresswell 1996, 164). I argue 

that the role of space in the context of hegemonic struggle revolves around the articulation of 

meanings of specific spaces and the naturalization of these meanings. This conception of space 

refers to two central concepts that we see in Lefebvre, Blanchot and Bourdieu: common sense 

and the everyday. The struggle over space for Blanchot and Lefebvre pertains to strategies of 

everyday life (Blanchot 1987; Lefebvre 1991b, 130-138; also see Scott 1985), this will be seen in 

more details in Chapter 6 where I will analyze the spatial practices that are present in Lebanese 

everyday life and the way these contribute to Hezbollah’s hegemonic project. For Bourdieu, 

hegemony acts in order to sustain power structures by making these structures seem like 

common sense (Bourdieu 1984, 468-480): "every established order tends to produce (to very 

different degrees and with different means) the naturalization of its own arbitrariness” (Bourdieu 

1977, 164). Seen from the other side, every counter-hegemonic project seeks to establish this 

naturalization - or if we use Laclau's terminology, it seeks to hide its contingency.  

In this struggle over common sense - or what I will refer to as the hegemonic struggle 

over meaning and discursive space, every dominant group will seek to preserve the common 

sensical perception of its order while the resistance groups will try to establish new boundaries 

and notions of common sense or, as Cresswell writes, "the constitution of common sense is a 

major stake in all kinds of struggle" (Cresswell 1996, 20). This is what Bourdieu calls Doxa: a 

system which succeeds in presenting itself as the only common sense as opposed to orthodoxy 

which connotes the existence of other beliefs. In this framework Cresswell explains that 

"questioning a doxa is one of the most fundamental and effective forms of struggle. To make the 

established order come out on the side of one set of classifications against another (heretical) one 

is a major victory for those in any particular context, who are dominated” (ibid, 20-1). Thus what 

Bourdieu calls the "symbolic struggle over common sense" is this effort to define and articulate 

spaces and establish meanings in a “polysemic world”.  

For instance, the appropriation of the language of the colonizer (and its transformation 

or inversion) by the colonized is a strategy of resistance to the domination by the contestation of 

the field of definition (or categorization) that make the colonizer able to exercise its power 

(Brown 1993). Hezbollah’s media strategies as will be shown in the next chapters act on this 

discursive level in order to gain the power of categorization and self definition as well as the re-

appropriation of the ground on which the war is fought. Resistance in this sense is about "control 
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of the place from which one speaks and acts"; "it is a question of the political articulation of these 

spaces into a common front" (Cresswell, 229). It is in this context of spatial politics that the 

people can be understood in terms of a space that requires articulation of an "empty space" in 

which a popular identity can emerge (ibid, 231). 

Similarly, the importance of space in any discussion of resistance is expressed by 

Critchley in his description of resistance against the force of capitalist globalization when he 

writes that "resistance begins by occupying and controlling the terrain upon which one stands, 

where one lives, works, acts and thinks." This is a process that involves "just a few [people] at 

first". Critchley continues, "the art of politics consists in weaving such cells of resistance together 

into a common front, a shared political subjectivity. What is going to allow for the formation of 

such a political subjectivity - the hegemonic glue, if you like - is an appeal to universality, whether 

equality, freedom, legality or whatever" (Critchley 2005, 226-7). Throughout the following 

chapters I will argue and show how this process of hegemonic articulation of a universal demand 

allows Hezbollah to establish a new hegemonic political identification and consolidate its power 

over specific spaces2.  

The articulation of space inasmuch as it is a discursive formation therefore pertains to 

the articulation of political subjects. Subject positions are not seen as rigid, quite to the contrary 

they are constantly contested and the interplay between power and resistance is one that is 

constitutive of the very existence of discourse; the construction of resistance remains one that is 

always already there. In other words while in Foucault, the agency of subjects is either absent or 

reduced to them being subjects of discourses that are always already there (Foucault 1994, 222-

243), Laclau and Mouffe's theory of hegemony presents a way out of this deadlock by conceding 

that power is the product of articulation of new subject positions by contingent agents (Muller 

2008). This position allows for a necessary agency of the subject in contesting its own subjectivity 

and articulating new discourses that hegemonize different meanings and identities. And as 

Torfing makes clear, the concept of hegemony presents a limit to the undecidability of the social 

by providing a hegemonic meaning that will exclude the other meanings - albeit temporarily 

(Torfing 1999, 102; in Muller 2008). 

In doing so, discourse theory allows us to go beyond both the textual and political 

limitations of Foucault's analysis and opens up the way for the inclusion of other forms of 

productions in order to understand identities as discursive constructs and subjects as agents. In 

this sense practices become "an integral part of discourse and in so doing open up a fuller view 

of the social than is possible when drawing on Foucault alone. Specifically, it recognises that, 

while drawing on all scale levels, identities are situated productions that need to be analysed as 

such" (Muller 2008). But how does this hegemonic operation function in the case of Hezbollah? 

In the following chapters I will argue that this occurs on two levels of practice by analyzing four 

genres within Hezbollah’s media productions : Nasrallah’s public speeches, videotaped military 

operations, music videos and the spatial media. On the one hand these media strategies operate 

                                                 
2 Muller argues for a reconceptualization of geopolitics through the concept of discourse. In this framework 

space is essential for the exercise of power. Muller quotes Sharp: ‘‘Strategies of power always require the use of space 
and, thus, the use of discourses to create particular spatial images, primarily of territory and boundaries in statecraft, 
is inseparable from the formation and use of power. […] [S]trategies of power [that] always require the use of space 
and, thus, the use of discourse’’ (Sharp 1993, 492; in Muller 2008). 
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on the military level, and on the other hand on the level of identification. Hezbollah's 

contestation of space is therefore one that occurs through strategies that aim at controlling space 

by creating and articulating new meanings and places where the emergence of a resistance identity 

can occur, and by contesting the perceptual field of power through strategies that pertain to war 

and conflict both in the media and on the ground.  




